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At the end of the Odyssey the soul of Agamemnon in Hade* 
envies Odysseus hi* home-coming and pay* tribute to the 
woman who mack it possible: 

'O fortunate son of hunt*. Odysseus of many devices, 
surety you won yourself a wife endowed with ureal sinus 
How good w< u prosed the heart that was in blameless 
Penelope, tkarios' daughter, and how welt she remem- 
bered Odysseus, her wedded husband. Thereby the fume 
of her virtue shall neser die assay, but the immortals will 
make for the people of earth a thing of grace in the song 
for prurient Penelope.' (Odyssey 24 192 ft) 

The Odyssey is that sung for Penelope, fur she is its much the hero- 
ine of the poem a* Odysseus la its hero Throughout Odysseus' 
wanderings it is she who remain* (irmly at the centre of the epic, 
and it is she who symholi/c* the goal for which Odysseus 
constantly strives: hi* home-coming Odysseus and Penelope 
display in equal mcasunr the qualities of cunning, intelligence, and 
endurance which Homer's poem celebrates, and the reciprocity of 
the relationship between husband and wife is one of its major 
themes As Odysseus himself says, there is nothing bcilci than a 
harmonious marriage, when two people live together aa man and 
wile, like-minded in their thoughts But the Osh sirs is no simple 
romuncc. and it is not for Penelope ulnae that Odysseus yeanu. 
His dominant desire is to return home to the ordered life which 
was hi* before he went to Troy, ami wc cannot separate his love 
lor his wile Irom his love for his country and his home 


( Mysscus held up 

At the beginning of the poem wc find Odysseus marooned on 
the exotic island of Ogygia, detained against his will by the 
lovely haired nymph. Calypso, 'who desires that he should be 
her husband’. Bui despite the seductive temptations offered by 
the amorous goddess, utter seven years Odysseus has grown 
tired of her charm*, and sits on the sea shore pitting for his home 
and his wife It is typical of this wily and much enduring hero 
that when Calypso pleads with him to stay with her. he imme- 
diately concedes that she is lar more beautiful than his wife 
Penelope: 

She it mortal oiler all. and you are immortal and ageless. 
Hut even so. what I want and all my days f pine for is to 
go buck to my house and see my day of home-coming 

lie is tactful enough at this point to emphasize that it t* his 
home rather titan his wile lor which he longs. Calypoo’s island 
is a veritable paradise with its smell of fragrant cedar wood. Us 
shining fountains and luxuriant vegetation, but for Odysseus it 
cannot compare with the rugged land of Ithaca. And though 
Calypso offers him immortality, Odysseus reject* the life of idle 
hedonism amongst the vine* and violet* of Ogygia choosing to 
he remembered a* the hero of the Odyssey rather than the obliv- 
ion of living oa Calypso's husband ( And here there u a parallel 
with Achilles in the Iliad, who chooses the hero's brief life of 
glory rather than a long life of obscurity ) 



Odysseus encounter* a number of female character* through 
out hi* long year* of wandering - Circe. Calypso, the Siren*. 
Scylla. Nuumciui all or whom present him with »oritc kind of 
threat to hi.* identity os hero A Icinptation which he is repeat- 
edly offered, anti nut just by the female* in the poem. i» to forget 
hirmcll and abandon hi* hontewanl journey for a life of plea 

*ure, whether u be in the land of the mild eycd melancholy 
Lotus-eater*' (in Tennyson’* phrase), or ui the embrace* of a 
Calypso or a Circe. Circe, the lovely -haired enchantress who 
detain* Odysseus on her magically beautiful island, us in many 
way* a doublet of Calypso, though she t* rather more dangerous 
Not content with turning an advance party of Odysseus' men into 
pig*, die inc* the same trick on him. But he. fortified hy the 
magic mofy given him by Hermes, resist* Circe'* spell, and 
succumb* instead to tier physical charm*, climbing mio her 
'surpassingly beautiful bed'. Odysseus and hi* men (restored to 
their mortal shape) spend a year on Circe's island feasung on 
unlimited meat and sweet wine', until Odysseus i* reminded hy 
hi* companions that he must go. 

Suitors strung along 

To leave not just one goddess, but two, require* some explana- 
tion Why reiect a life of case with Circe or Calypso, os even the 
young and lovely Nausicaa. in order to return to an ageing wife 
and a life ol responsibility? Homer present* the return to hiiaca 
a* a return from fantasy to reality, to the home where Ody**eu* 
truly belong*, and Uus theme is embodied in the tigure of 
Penelope, a woman who is every bat his match. I .ike her husband 
she weep*, endures, and remembers, deploying all her cunning 
and intelligence to preserve Odysseus' household for his even 
uial return Whilst he ha* been dallying in the inns of glamorous 
goddesses . she ha* been using her feminine wile* In hold out 
against choosing a husband from the band of unruly suitors, who 
sit in Odysseus' palace as uuwclcouic guests devouring his 
livelihood Seated at her touin she occupies herself with the 


Archetypal feminine activity of weaving, but at night she undoes 
what she has done during the day, and thus deceives the suitors 
and delays her remarriage Bui at the pant when Odysseus 
returns her stratagem has been discovered, and she is on the 
verge of giving ie. l*romp(ed by Athene she decide* to duplay 
herself to the suitors, whilst, unbeknown to her. the disguised 
Odysseus looks on, happy 

because the beguiled gift! our of them, and tm hunted 
their lptrus tri/A blandishing wordy while her own mind 
had other intentions 

Penelope's manipulation of the suitors delights her husband 
because hr inatmctivcfy understands what she it doing she 
employs exactly the kind of stratagem that he use* himself, thus 
confirming for us the reciprocity between husband and wife. 

This scene is followed by the lengthy conversation between 
Penelope and the stranger’ (Odysseus in disguise) in book 19. 
in which Penelope is told of her husband's imminent return 
Even so she is determined to go ahead with the content of the 
bow. claiming (hot she cannot hold out against her suitors any 
longer Why Penelope should decide to stage this contest, which 
will result in her re- marriage, precisely at the moment when 
< Klyvscus ha* returned is a notorious problem Penelope’* moti- 
vation remain* an enigma and has kept generations of critics 
guessing flat this happy comcitlcnce. the kind which occur* in 
literature if not in life, enable* Odysseus to reveal hi* identity by 
stringing the bow and killing the vuRors while Penelope sleep* 
In her chamber, 



Odysseus meet* his nuiu h 


When Penelope tinslly comes down from her bedroom the mu 
across front Odysseus in the hrelight. tsetng him for a long tune 
in silence Must of the women whom Odysseus meet* in the 
poem fall intiaiMly for hit charms, but not to the circumspect 
Penelope Froren in her gnef and all loo aware of the trick* die 
IP si* can play, the refutes to believe that this is ( Myucu* wiring 
before her. despite the assurance of her nurse and her ton 
Odysseus himself, repeating worth dial Telemachns has already 
spoken, contrasts her with all other women: 

No other woman. with spirit as twbb on at yours. wouU 
krep hoi k at you art doing from her husband who. after 
much tttffenng. came at last us the twentieth Year back to 
hu own country 

Ai tht* point tn die poem Penelope u at her most magnificent 
calmly and with the utmost self control the uii Puryckria to 
make up the bed that Odysseus had built and pul tt outtidc for 
the stranger, a request which produces on uutani and angry reac- 
tion in Odysseus indignantly he asks who could possibly have 
moved the bed that he hail fashioned with hit own hands, the 
secret of whose construction was known only to himself and 
Penelope For once Odysseus is caught off his guard, and falls 
mio the trap dial Penelope has deliberately set up At last 
Odysseus has found hu match, for the only character in (he entile 
poem who can outwit him in wisdom and cunning is his wife 

Kqual yet mysterious 

Penelope c* famous above all for her role as die faithful wife 
Weeping the lonely nights away as she patiently waits for her 
long lost husband, she has been portrayed as the image of female 
fidelity m Western literature from Homer onwards But there is 
more to Penelope than that. Ocx'usiuaally we catch glimpses 
of another story: in one post Homeric vet woo of the legend 
Odysseus returns to find that in his absence Penelope had 
enjoyed hcnelf with several, or indeed all. of the suitors, a trade 
tKW to which Ovid alludes in the Amort i when he suggests that 
there was more to the contest of the bow than meets the eye. Ihe 
ninctrcmh-ccntury critic Samuel Butler maintained that the 



Odyssey *b written by a woman, who* aim wa* to exalt her 
tea by showing how a clever woman can bring any numher of 
men lo her feel, hoodwink them, spial them, and m the end 
destroy them' And many feminist critics today are keen to point 
out that Penelope it far from the exemplary model of fidelity (hat 
tradition hat taken her to he Because Homer lefts u* little about 
her thought*, her moot e* air my stenous and can never he finally 
determined 

for i nuance, in book 19 the atka the dttguited Odysseus lo 
interpret her dream for her: the dreamt that her twenty pet grete. 
in wtvmi the look great delight, were one day attacked by a great 
eagle who swooped down from the mountain* and killed them 
all She wept and fobbed in her dream, but the eagle came back 
and told her to take heart, became the geeae repretenied the toil 
on and the eagle wat Ody sscus. who would toon return a* her 
huthand Thu omen i« confirmed by Ihc disgusted Odysseus 
hunaetf. but lYnciope imiat* that the dream u falte. and deter 
mine* to aet up the context of the bow winch will result in her 
finding a new huthand Why does Penelope tries. I Odysseus’ 
interpretation, and why in her dream does she weep al the file 
of her geese ’ Is II really that die enjoys the attosurau of Ihe ual 
art and at some unconscious levd docs not want her husband to 
mum? How can we know the secret* of thu woman's bean’' 

Penelope's desires may be ultimately unknowable, but for me 
her power he* in the equality which the shares with her hutbaml 
(X course they operate in different sphere*, he in the world of tea- 
faring. achenture. and hemtsm. she m the domestic ambience of 
the household Penelope's status depends ultimately on that of her 
hushand. but within that fnunewsat the has cnrmderaMc mde- 
pcndensT She may he no goddett but she proves hcnelf to be the 
ideal match for Odysseus I ike minded in their yearning for each 
other, whilst he w am tors and the weaves, hah characters work 
towards their shared goal, equal m cunning, intelligence, and 
endurance Tradriaon has made Pcnekipe the paradigm of the loyal 
w ife but for Homer she n the equal focus and hero of the poem 
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